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SB 2412 — RELATING TO THE UNIVERSITY OF HAWAII

Chairs Kim and San Buenaventura, Vice Chairs Kidani and McKelvey, and Members of the
Committees:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on SB 2412. This measure provides the
University of Hawai‘i at Manoa funds to establish a bachelor’s degree program in American Sign
Language (ASL) interpretation, develop a multi-year plan to include a master’s degree, fund
additional necessary personnel, and purchase supplies and equipment.

By appropriating funds to establish an ASL Interpreter Training Program (ITP), the State will
close a significant gap in essential services. Hawai'i is currently one of only eight states in the
nation that does not possess its own ITP, a deficiency that has resulted in a severe shortage of
qualified ASL interpreters and dangerous gaps in communication during emergencies and
healthcare situations. For example, during the initial three days of the Maui wildfires in August
2023, no on-site ASL interpreter was available for emergency response efforts or press
conferences, causing significant confusion and anxiety within the Deaf community. Furthermore,
the lack of qualified ASL interpreters in medical settings can lead to life-threatening
consequences, including delayed treatments and misdiagnoses.

The Department of Education is also facing a crisis in meeting the federally mandated needs of
Deaf students. As of February 2026, only three out of fifteen statewide positions for Educational
Interpreters in the DOE were filled, leaving a significant service gap for the approximately 81
students across 258 schools who require ASL interpretation.

Across multiple categories of ASL interpretation needs, local interpreter agencies report an
inability to fill requests due to the lack of an available workforce. Relying on recruiting
interpreters from the mainland has proven to be an unsustainable and culturally inadequate
solution. Mainland interpreters often lack knowledge of Hawai‘i Sign Language variants and
local culture, which can lead to critical misunderstandings. For instance, Deaf individuals have
reported frustration when mainland interpreters struggle to interpret local concepts or Pidgin,
sometimes requiring local interpreters to intervene to clarify communication. Additionally,



interpreters recruited from out-of-state frequently leave due to the high cost of living and
isolation, destabilizing the workforce. A local ITP would train residents who are rooted in the
islands, fostering intergenerational interdependence and ensuring a stable, culturally competent
workforce.

Recently gathered evidence indicates students would enroll in an ASL ITP and be able to
pursue attractive career paths. Enrollment in ASL courses at UHM has increased by 1,400%
over the last six years, growing from 19 students in 2019 to 265 in 2025, yet demand still
exceeds capacity with 120 students waitlisted as of May 2024. Surveys indicate that 94% of
current ASL students at UHM are interested in a bachelor’s degree in ASL-English interpreting.
Establishing this program offers a high return on a student’s investment, as graduates entering
this field can expect annual wages up to $127,121 nationally. Establishing this program makes
UHM eligible for U.S. Department of Education Rehabilitation Services Administration grants
designed to address interpreter shortages.

SB 2412 aligns with the recommendations of the Act 204 Working Group, which explicitly called
for the creation of a Bachelor’s degree-level ITP at UHM. UHM will seek input and partnership
from State and community organizations that support Deaf, Hard of Hearing, and Deaf-Blind
citizens to develop an ASL ITP that is aligned with the needs in the State. The State has a legal
and ethical obligation to ensure effective communication for its Deaf, Hard of Hearing, and Deaf-
Blind citizens, and continued reliance on mainland recruitment has failed. The appropriations in
SB 2412 provide the seed funding necessary to build a permanent, local solution that ensures
health and safety, educational access, and economic opportunity for Hawai'i.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony on the measure.
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